What does it mean to be a citizen today? In an era where boundaries are being questioned, where identities are being transformed, where social and political claims are being updated from the traditional "recognition" or "redistribution" discourse to a more globalized discourse supported by a theoretical appeal to human rights, it is important to clarify where the "citizen" stands, morally and politically speaking. This paper is supported by a) a strong moral and political reading of citizenship, echoing some republican tradition where citizenship is associated with virtue; and b) the assumption that there is a strong correlation between virtuous citizens and a virtuous republic or "democracy". In order to reflect upon the transformations of the concept of citizenship I will look at some of the practices it involves, more precisely, I will look into the participatory budgeting experience in Portugal trying to show how the progressive implementation of such measure promises to bring Portuguese"s democracy to a new level with a more robust practice of citizenship. This paper has three moments: first, I will situate myself from a theoretical standpoint, regarding the concept of citizenship I want to defend. I will show how the way in which we conceive citizenship a) will determine the forms and shapes democracy can take and b) will influence the future of democracy, insofar it can contribute, enhance or undermine democratic aspirations and goals. Second, after arguing for an active sense of citizenship I will advance the argument that the future of democracy lies in participatory practices, in which the citizen plays a key role. Third, I will turn to a case study in order to illuminate my theoretical argument. Having participatory budgeting experiment in Portugal as paradigmatic case of analysis, I will identify some elements present in the Portuguese case that corroborate our hypothesis that the future of democracy must rely in participatory mechanisms and practices. Keywords: citizenship; participatory budgeting; democracy; equality; inclusion.
Introduction
What does it mean to be a citizen today? In an era where boundaries are being questioned, where identities are being transformed, where social and political claims are being updated from the traditional "recognition" or "redistribution" discourse to a more globalized discourse supported by a theoretical appeal to human rights, it is important to clarify where the "citizen" stands, morally and politically speaking. This paper is supported by a) a strong moral and political reading of citizenship, echoing some republican tradition where citizenship is associated with virtue; and b) the assumption that there is a strong correlation between virtuous citizens and a virtuous republic or "democracy". In order to reflect upon the transformations of the concept of citizenship I will look at some of the practices it involves, more precisely, I will look into the participatory budgeting experience in Portugal trying to show how the progressive implementation of such measure promises to bring Portuguese"s democracy to a new level with a more robust practice of citizenship. This paper has three moments: first, I will situate myself from a theoretical standpoint, regarding the concept of citizenship I want to defend. I will show how ethic@ -Florianópolis v.12, n.2, p.301-320, Dez. 2013. the way in which we conceive citizenship a) will determine the forms and shapes democracy can take and b) will influence the future of democracy, insofar it can contribute, enhance or undermine democratic aspirations and goals. Second, after arguing for an active sense of citizenship I will advance the argument that the future of democracy lies in participatory practices, in which the citizen plays a key role. Third, I will turn to a case study in order to illuminate my theoretical argument. Having participatory budgeting experiment in Portugal as paradigmatic case of analysis, I will identify some elements present in the Portuguese case that corroborate our hypothesis that the future of democracy must rely in participatory mechanisms and practices.
I. Contextualizing Citizenship -what is to be a citizen? From modus operandi to modus vivendi
As Benjamin Barber notices in Strong Democracy, citizenship is generally associated to territorial boundaries, although some other forms may occur.
Citizenship is a subject matter that has been discussed from a vary of forms and perspectives -either from a political standpoint, generally associated to a set of rights and duties; from a cultural standpoint, where 'imagined communities', to borrow Benedict Anderson's famous expression and reference to his work play a key role; from a sociological standpoint, with intersections with the political and cultural ones; or simply, from a historical standpoint, grounded on the analysis of the history of making citizens, of becoming citizens, and of 'having' citizens, which cannot be dissociated from the process of constitution of the nation-state as the trigger figure for the entire process.
The opening of physical borders happening in Europe for the past decades, along with the correlative contamination between cultures and the proliferation of religious or spiritual beliefs (intensified by media tools and technological development), has a direct impact in the ways in which the self constitutes itself as citizen. What does it mean to be a citizen today, in general, and in Europe, in ethic@ -Florianópolis v.12, n.2, p.301-320, Dez. 2013. particular? Most of the 'claims' that were generally taken for granted in a previous period of time where each nation knew exactly its 'territory' have been transformed once boundaries started being conceptualized in a non-physical way.
Therefore, the quality of citizenship is also transformed calling for redefinition.
Defending a Strong Reading of Citizenship
Historically, 'citizenship' was associated to direct democracy. Already in Ancient Greece citizens were those who belonged to the city, and, on virtue of that, they could take part of political processes of decision-making. Of course, only a very limited number of people where in fact 'citizens' of Athens -women, for instance, were excluded because they were unable to fight for their city, which was one of the major duties of citizenship at the time.
Aristotle, in The Politics points out that the definition of citizenship depends on the type of constitution but 'our definition of citizen is best applied in a democracy'. Rome, while never being a direct democracy, stressed the importance of willingness to fight for Rome, and for that reason, it was equally willing to expand the concept of 'citizenship' to foreigners. Generally, there was a tendency to associate citizenship with ownership of property, mainly because in earlier times, property made possible to acquire a broad education and to have the leisure to study and take part in politics. Democratic Athens rejected property qualifications for citizenship, but in the views of many critics it was the role of the uneducated poor with no time to take part in politics unless they were paid to do so which undermined Athenian democracy. Republicans like Rousseau also believed that property ownership provided the individual with economic resources for individual independence. Those who depended upon the will of others for their livelihood were not their own masters and could not, according to this view, be truly self-governing nor have the status of equal citizens. The French Revolution represented a paradigmatic political shift, insofar from then on those without property stated to claim the right to be considered and treated as full In the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen, still, these universal rights were only hold by men. Women were excluded for the well-known reasons -their place was to stay at home with the children. Nevertheless, the republican ideal of citizenship granted a pivotal role to the character of the citizen, i.e., a good citizen is an individual who is active in politics, who is willing to fight for the nation, and who cares more for the public good than for his specific particular interests.
This republican tradition is linked to the recognition of the substantial importance of representation in government, progressively articulating the necessity of representation along the existence and expansion of democracy as a political and social model. From 'direct democracy', which stressed individual participation in the decision-making process we arrive at 'representative democracy" where, while maintaining the participatory premise alive, strongly relied on representative mechanisms in order to make 'democracy' efficient and enlarge its scope.
For our purpose it is important to retain the fact that there was, in the West, a transformation of the hard nucleus of the concept of citizenship -from a primary set of political rights (right to participate, right to vote) individuals and communities fought to expand this set in order to incorporate civic rights (giving individuals equal protection of their freedoms -freedom of association or speech) and social and economic rights as well. It is this combination of rights of different dimensions of human life that constitute citizenship in its practice. However, from this already changed starting-point (and reflecting different influences in the making and molding of democracies, from USA to France) we arrived at different conceptualizations of citizenship. On the one hand, one finds a pure liberal view that stresses citizenship primarily in legal and administrative terms; on the other hand, one finds a republican view, where citizenship cannot be dissociated from an active political role. For the sake of my argument I want to recover the republican approach to citizenship, given that only a strong concept of citizenship Contract, said that 'Man is born free yet he is everywhere in chains' I interpret it as saying that it is our duty, as citizens, to invent, transform and redefine artificial freedom within and through politics, and not merely to rescue natural freedom from politics. There is no such thing as 'natural freedom' -there is only what we know, and that is the relations we establish with other fellow beings, relations that can be of dependence, interdependence, or independence. From this standpoint we can see how citizenship and community come together. From the moment one accepts the premise that man is a social being, i.e., bound to live in community, bound to live with others, then citizenship cannot be treated as a merely artificial category, among a larger set of other artificial categories. Citizenship becomes the category par excellence that can define man. This happens in a two-fold manner.
On the one hand, given that ties among human beings are natural, by attributing a civic component we are turning these ties into something voluntary, into something that we, as human beings, will and want. On the other hand, this will does not derive from the fact that we are afraid of loosing our life (as it was assumed in the social contract theory) nor or loosing our property. This will derive from the fact that we recognize an intrinsic and essential interdependence between human beings, therefore, recognizing and simultaneously committing ourselves to the creation of a common world, i.e., a world shared by all.
If this reasoning is correct, as Barber also argued in Strong Democracy, conceptualization. Citizenship cannot be treated only as a matter of having formal rights, being political, economical, social, cultural; citizenship must imply a dimension of interrelation, of inter-dependence, of sharing and, of course, of participation, because one can only share if one takes the time to be with others, therefore, to engage in a public discussion in a public sphere.
II. Democracy and Participatory Practices
From what we have seen so far it is clear that the concept of citizenship projects us to a sphere of interaction and participation. In this section I want to explore the relationship between citizenship and democracy, arguing that the future of democracy must rely on participatory practices, i.e., on practices where the citizen fulfills its purpose and where the category of citizenship plays a key role. In order to do so, I will take participatory budgeting experiment in Portugal Participatory budgeting meets the requirements, or expectations, of both philosophers, and this is one of the reasons why PB is so important to redefine the democratic paradigm.
Characterizing the participatory budgeting experiment
Participatory budgeting is an experiment that directly addresses these two issues: on the one hand, it brings continuity between the model of "representative democracy" as we know it, and the model of "participatory democracy" that supports 'stronger' conceptualizations of democracy. On the other hand, it creates a space where participation can happen, within a model of governance that mainly relies in representative mechanisms, and which contradicts the 'apathy' that so many commentators accuse individuals of suffering from. Participatory budgeting seems to create an alternative space for active citizenship, and possibly, it announces a future of a better (and stronger) democracy. So, what is participatory budgeting?
Participatory budgeting directly involves local people in making decisions on the spending and priorities for a defined public budget. PB processes can be defined by geographical area (whether that"s neighborhood or larger) or by theme. This means engaging residents and community groups representative of all parts of the community to discuss and vote on spending priorities, make spending proposals, and vote on them, as well giving local people a role in the scrutiny and monitoring of the process and results to inform subsequent PB decisions on an annual or repeatable basis. However, the success of PB experiments across the world relies in several coordinates: first, the relationship between central/federal government and its cities -for instance, Brazil's federal system allows municipalities to have 15% of all public spending. In Portugal, the financial independence granted to local councils is conditioned by LEO (Lei de Enquadramento Orçamental). Second, the history and strength of associative life in the city, which has proved to be a decisive factor in the success rate of PB implementation. Third, the political will to implement such measure; fourth, the kind of citizenship that underlines the city and the nation, among others. For our purpose I would like to focus on the third and fourth coordinates, by looking at the Portuguese case.
The Portuguese Case
For those who know little of the Portuguese case it is worth mentioning that there is a radical difference between the Brazilian and the Portuguese PB:
while in Brazil, and Porto Alegre in particular, PB is a decisional process where citizens' input actually counts for something, in Portugal PB experiments tend to be only consultative. This may be explained by several phenomena: either the lack of variables as existing in Porto Alegre; the lack of civil and social mobilization of citizens; the lack of politicization or even the fact that PB was the result, not from specific demands from society, but instead from a program named EQUAL, which promotes the adoption, creation and development of participative networks.
Despite the small number of experiments going on in Portugal, Portugal was the first country to bring PB to a European capital, like Lisbon, in 2006/7.
Since then there has been a visible increase in citizen"s engagement and matters.
III. Why participatory budgeting matters
"Autonomy is not the condition of democracy; democracy is the condition of autonomy. Without participating in the common life that defines them and in the decision-making that shapes their social habitat, women and men cannot become individuals. Freedom, justice, equality, and autonomy are all products of common thinking and common living; democracy creates them." (Barber, 2003:8) and "To be free we must be self-governing; to have rights we must be citizens. In the end, only citizens can be free." (Barber, 2003:xxxv) Benjamin Barber argued that the fundamental problem of liberal democracy is the lack of active participation. In order to arrive at a stronger model of democracy, it is necessary to promote participatory institutions. For Barber these had to meet the following criteria: first, they had to be realistic and workable; second, they had to be compatible with the primary representative institutions of large-scale societies; third, they had to address problems of society such as prejudice, uniformity, intolerance; fourth, they had to deal with obstacles from Modernity, which may limit participation, such as technology, scale, and parochialism; fifth, they had to express special claims of strong democracy as a theory of talk, judgment, and public seeing.
PB seems to meet Barber"s criteria. A classical objection to PB is that PB is just a more apparently democratic way for "some" to appropriate the State power and enhance their private interests with democratic legitimacy attributed to the process itself. There is a real menace within PB, insofar "some" or "the few" (the more educated and knowledgeable people) can speak in a convincing manner, persuading "the many" to follow or accept their proposals. Under this light, it seems that PB would tend to perpetuate forms of oligarchic government, under "democratic" appearances. However, one cannot reduce rhetoric or the art of speak in public to mere manipulation or demagogy. If or when PB is used as a tool to manipulate "the many", then all of PB"s democratic expectations would fall down to earth, and we would still be left with the democratic deficit problem. That is why it is crucial to counter-balance this threat by fostering an active sense of citizenship as I argued in this paper.
This can be done by several means. First, from a structural point of view, it is essential to assure the sustainability of the process. Experience has shown how PB improves year after year, and how each city develops its own specific model. It would be important to elevate PB to the status of a formal political institution. This would accomplish two things: first, it would avoid the volatility of political and electoral calendars; second, it would place a burden both in political structure/ government and individuals to reflect upon the budget and to decide about it.
Second, in order to overcome the democratic deficit (or a less efficient participation) it is crucial to inform citizens about what PB is and what each citizen can do and expect. The danger intrinsic to PB as mentioned above derives mainly from the fact that people are still mis-or uninformed, therefore, if they don"t know what PB is, what can PB do and what can they gain from it, PB will remain hostage of "the few" that claim to represent "the many". If PB wants to succeed as democratic tool, government must take proactive initiatives to reduce the exclusion of those who are less likely to participate, as well as to make special efforts to reduce internal inequalities, and to avoid the concentration of knowledge and perpetuation in power within "new bureaucracies" created by the process. These proactive measures include the educational system as a whole.
Third, PB has the potential to link political democracy to economic democracy. Given that PB is about distributing in a fair and just manner, municipal re-sources, poor people will gain, initially, "more" than rich people.
However, this economic compensation is a first necessary step to deepen economic democracy and reflect the ideal of equality that is one of the foundations of the democratic ideal. Middle classes are encouraged to participate, not looking for the meeting of basic needs, but instead for other needs which are also important and deserve attention -like cultural needs, public spaces, etc.
From what we have seen, it is clear that PB announces a new model of governance, which relies in a stronger partnership between government and citizenship.
ethic@ -Florianópolis v.12, n.2, p.301-320, Dez. 2013.
Notes
1 Visiting Professor at Federal University of Santa Catarina, Brazil.
8 It is worth recognizing that Barber wrote this on 1984, and PB was experimented the first time only in 1989/90, so it is important to acknowledge his vision.
9 For instance, in Brazil PB was seen by many as a tool of the poor, insofar it created a space where non-educated and very low income people could engage and create their own voice, therefore, representing themselves and filling the gap in the representative relationship, projecting it to an horizon defined by large scale politics. Under this light we corroborate the hypothesis that PB as an experiment results in empowering of the people. Porto Alegre remains an example of this empowerment, exposing the relationship between people"s participation and effective works that grants basic goods to the majority of the population. This empowerment was possible due to a combination of factors: first, PB grants a space of visibility for those who did not have a voice. People (and poor people) become actors and exercise their citizenship in an entirely new manner. The data from research that has been done show that the majority of PB participants and PB delegates are low income and have low levels of education. This also means that PB mainly affects individuals from historically excluded groups, with very little resources. Research also shows, however, that on second stage of PB, which requires delegation of powers and choosing representatives, these tend to be more educated people. Despite that, it is important to acknowledge this new space that is created. A preliminary remark could be made here, namely, the fact that PB still has to find and create new ways of how to reach and mobilize middle and upper classes (and perhaps its origin could also explain the different model of PB that is applied in Europe).
